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BANDING AMD RIKOVERIES OF RUDDY TURNSTONES IN IKE PACIFIC 

Max C. Thompson 
Smithsonian Institution 

In the summer of 1964, the Smithsonian Institution launched an intensive 
banding program of Buddy Turnstones on St, George Island, the Eribilofs, 
Alaska, St. George Island was picked as the logical site for the operation 
as thousands of Ruddy Turnstones congregated here during migration to fatten 
up on insects before continuing southward. The turnstones are attracted to 
the abundant food on the Northern Fur Seal killing grounds. These grounds 
have been utilised for over a century for the harvesting of the fur seal. 

The carcasses on St. George are left on the killing field to rot away, thus 
attracting large numbers of insects. 

At the height of the migration, the number of turnstones was estimated 
to be in excess of 10,000, The high density of turnstones lended itself well 
to the use of a cannon-net for trapping purposes. We had previously tried 
using iaxst nets, but the high wind and presence of Arctic Foxes rendered them 
unsatisfactory. 

The cannon-net was a modified Miller type using 3 projectiles on a 75* 
x 35* nylon knot less net. The charges were coiaaer daily prepared and one per 
cannon was used in the firing. The cannons were detonated by irsxle hand- 
cranked blasting machine. 

It was found that oho Buddy Turnstones whtn frightened would fly down 
to the beach or off into the tundra and remain there until we had completed 
seating the net. After setting the net, one person would walk the area around 
tne killing field and flush the birds back to the killing field. The other 



person wouxa ae aiuaeu near *,r*B iwo uo ia'u *i/ wusu «uu uiiuo *«*« 4.u iivw> 

of the net. After s few observe!ions it became obvious that the birds tended 
to land in a certain area before fanning out to feed. He had a great deal 
mom success by setting the net up in this area than where they were actually 
feeding. The not was first set without any camouflage, but after one or two 
firings, they soon became wary of the area and avoided sitting in front of 
the net although they would sit togaed lately behind it and on each end and to 
front 'rust out of range. We then started placing grass cuttings over the 

• i 

net, completely hiding it from view. She birds never seemed to be disturbed 
by this ratter straight line of grass in the middle of a black patch of earth. 

The largest number of turnatonee taken to one firing was 158 bird© of 
which 31 were recaptures. We took as many as 321 in one day by setting up 
the net and firing twice to one day. This practice of firing twice to one 
day was usually avoided as the birds would be skittish after the first shot. 

We alternated between killing fields, so as to give the birds a chance to 
settle down for one day without being disturbed. The only two exceptions 
to this were when the schedule of the seal killing crews coincided with ours 
and we were unable to work to that area. The other exception was during heavy 
rains. At this time the ground would be so waterlogged that the net would 
saturate the birds by pressing them into the soil. The net would also become 
waterlogged and would not extend, properly* 

It took approximately two and one half hours to remove 138 birds from the 
net, band them and color-iaaik them with Internetional orange paint. The 
turnstones were quite fatigued after this length of time to the net. Being 
heavy with pre-migratory fat, many were not able to fly and would sneak off 
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into the 


, Wo found that hesving them into the air was sometime* enough 


to get them started. 

Our biggest problem seemed to be Arctic Foxes. We would set up the 
cannon-net and leave it for a couple of hours. When we returned we would ’nave 
birds in front of the net and would fire the cannons only to find that the 


faxes had come 


The foxes ware 


and chewed our firing wire into about six long pieces, 
another reason for halting mist net trapping. Tbs best 


time to catch the turnstones with mist nets was at daybreak which cmae at 
3 a.ta. The foxes were usually a little earlier than we were and would catch 
the birds in the net and eat them. They were hind enough to leave the leg 


with the hand on the (bray-crowned Eosy Finches so we could adjust our schedules 
accordingly. Besides being herd on mist nets, it was hard on the birds. We 
found that the quickest remedy was to shoot the faxes in the immediate vicinity 
of our operations. , 

Mortality from the cannon-net itself was extremely low am! we lost only 
four birds out of 2,OCX) netted with the cannon-net. 

In the course of banding the turnstonas, we recovered three Japanese 
bands. These bands were badly worn and were replaced with U. S. Fish and 


Wildlife Service bands. The bands were returned to the 
fcunsetone© had been beaded near Tokyo in 1962 and 19^3. 
one other recovery from Siberia. 


The 


had received 


We suspended 




lag operations on St. George on 


mwm 


7 2. Our first 


recovery was taken on Allinglaplap Atoll in the Marshall Islands, 3353 miles 
southwest, on September 18. This was an average of 23? miles per day. Tire 
bird was the last bird to be banded on September 2. The t urns tone probably 
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did not leave the island 


clocked a flock of 


turnetones by the jeep speedometer one day and found that they could go about 


Up* ili 


to cover the distance between 


an and St 


ge in 4.2 
they 


acre is no indication that the 


at their 


Gilbert or 


fact of the ratter is, there is no land between the Mars hall 

u b We 


a 


was from 


in 21 


of 1964; one of 


4,128 miles 
during the fall 
later. All 


of the birds recovered in the south had been color-marked. Jfearly 


recovered 
We 


i in 


Jtae to return to 


of 


than last 


hone to double the number of turnsfconeo bunded. 
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PRELIMINARY REPORT 


ON 

SOUTHERN ISLAND CRUISE 

NUMBER ELEVEN 

I 

(ISLAND REPORT) 


BY 

Max 0. Thompson 


1 


ITINERARY 


Date 

Island 

Depart 

Arrive 

January 24 

Oahu 

0900 


February 5 

Howland 


0600 


Baker 


1300 

February 7 

Baker 

0630 



Howland 

13 30 


February 13 

Hull 

1300 

0630 

H iiTinrj 114- 

DnC-Ertaury 


130 j 

February 16 


0635 


February 18 

Swain's Island 

1130 

0730 

February 19 

Samoa (Pago Pago) 


0800 

February 23 


1130 


February 24 

Swain's Island 

1230 

0830 

February 27 

Baker Island 


1330 


Howland Island 


1730 

February 28 

Baker Island 

1830 


March 1 

Howland Island 

0730 


March 11 

Christmas Island 

: 1 . , 

0830 

March 15 


0345 


March 19 

_ V 

Oahu 


2230 


' ? .< 





PRELIMINARY REPORT SIC NO. 11 (ISLAND) 2 

by 

Max 0. Thompson 

SIC 11 departed Honolulu with a complement of nine per¬ 
sonnel aboard, including Max C. Thompson (Biologist-ln-charge, 
island work), Richard S. Crossin (Biologist-in-charge, at-sea 
work), Brian Harrington, Norman Heryford, Robert DeLong, James 
Lewis, Dayle Husted, Frank Smith and Jeff Tordoff. Tordoff 
was returned to Honolulu from Canton Island due to illiness. 
DeLong returned to Honolulu from Pago Pago# The second half 
of the trip was made with a complement of seven personnel. 
Support was given by the USNS Shearwater (T-AG 177) with G. 
Krull, Master# The usual cooperation was received. 

Bird populations were generally low. The first half of 
the trip resulted in the banding of approximately 900 birds. 

The second half of the trip showed an improvement with about 
28,000 birds being banded, mainly on Christmas Island. The 
trip banding total of 28,755 was an all time low for the POBSP. 
This season of the year has consistently produced low banding 
totals and represents that period in which most of the birds 
are between nesting cycles# The second half of the trip was 
beginning to show signs of a population Increase on Howland 

and this will be discussed below. 

A brief summary of the island work and the more important 
elements in the avifauna are discussed below# Tables listing 
the different complilatlons from the islands can be found at 
the back of the report. 



Howland Island 


After an absence of nearly one full year, Sooty Terns 
were again swirling over the island. The following is a dally 


activity 

account showing the swirling behavior and number of 


birds: 


1330 

6 February 

Small swirl over SB end of island (30). 

1555 

" " (75). 

1610 

Swirl broke up. 

1640 

Swirl forming over SB end of island (125). 

1700 

Swirl Broke up. 

1703 

Swirl alternately breaking and forming. 

1725 

Swirl over end of island contains 250 birds. 

1745 

Swirl over sea west of island (100). 

1810 

SE swirl has 1000 birds. 

M 

W swirl has 230 birds 

1830 

Much interchange between swirls. 

New swirl over lighthouse (200). 

Three swirls now present. 


1830-0130 


0200 

0300 

Swirls amalgamated into SE swirl and swirl over 

lighthouse. Each swirl probably had 2-3000 birds. 

Birds departed from the island at 0130. 

28 February 

Many terns still calling over the lighthouse. 

Only a few terns were calling. 


0300 



0400 No terns present. 

0400-1530 

Occasionally Sooty Terns were seen flying over the 
island, but rarely more than 3-4 at one time. 

1530 30 terns flew over lighthouse but back; to sea. 

1550 50- off west shore, 100- off SE shore both groups 

moved over land and then back to sea. 

1558 SE swirl again moved over land but moved back to sea 
shortly. 

1603 SE swirl broke up but immediately started reforming 
over water. 

1605 W swirl ( 50 ) came in over island and formed a loose 
swirl. 

1700 200 terns in swirl over center of island; 300 terns 

over SE section; 100 terns off W shore. Groups form¬ 
ing and breaking up constantly. 

1800 1000 terns over SE shore; 500 over S end; 500 over 

lighthouse. Groups appear to be stabilizing. 

1900 Two southern swirls merged and single group ( 5000 +) 
over SE shore; 1500 over lighthouse. Impossible to 

estimate numbers after dark but calling and flying 

|| | 

around the Island again ceased around 0300. 

Prom past behavior of Sooty Terns we feel certain that the 
terns will be down within a month or two to begin a new nesting 
cyele. 

The second trip shows that the Howland nesting season was 





5 

beginning in earnest. The Blue-faced Booby nests had increased 
within a month from 49 nest to 111; Red-footed Booby 15 to 21 
and the Great Frigatebird from 0 to 11. The shorebird survey 
showed an increase in the number of birds of the three species 
recorded. 

Baker Island 

Baker Island continues to show little bird activity except 
for the Common Noddy Tern breeding at the lagoon on the east 
side of the island. On both visits this trip a small Blue¬ 
faced Booby club was found on the south shore of the island. 

Approximately 400 Common Noddy Terns were utilizing the 
lagoon nesting area. There were 25 eggs found on the island 
in early February and 92 in late February. The young in early 
February numbered 70 and in late February 19• A total of 65 
young and 33 adults were banded. 

The daily activity on Baker Island was limited to a few 
Sooty Terns and frigatebirds flying overhead with Blue-faced 
Boobies gathering in a small club on the south side of the 
island in the evening. There were no Blue-faced Boobies banded 
during the first visit of SIC 11 but 10 were banded out of 
40 handled the second visit. 

The shorebird population was generally down from early 
February except for the Ruddy Turnstones which increased in 
number from 159 to 200+. 

The House Mouse populations were high both trips and six 
blood pools were taken. 

The weather machines set up in early February functioned 
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poorly and only one machine recorded any usable data. This 
record showed the wind to blow generally from the northeast 
during the month of February at a speed of .10 mph. The 
machines were reset but only one was working and one was 
removed from the island. 

Hull Island 

Approximately four hours were spent on the island to 
determine if Sooty Terns were breeding. They were not but 
swirls over the island indicated that possibly they may be by 
early April. A swirl of 3000 was noted over the lagoon in 
the morning. 

Fourteen species of birds were seen on the Island includ¬ 
ing a New Zealand Cuckoo, Eudvnamvs taltensls . This was the 
first record of this species for the island. Also seven 
Crested Terns were seen flying around the atoll. This species 
Is not common In the Phoenix Island group. 

Enderbury Island 

Enderbury Island showed signs of recent rains with the 
central depression containing approximately 10 acres of water. 
The Islands in the depression were flooded, preventing some of 
the usual birds from nesting, i.e. Common Noddy Tern and Gray- 
backed Tern. The water attracted large numbers of shorebirds 
with 544 Golden Plovers, 62? Ruddy Turnstones, 74 Wandering 
Tattler and 35 Bristle-thighed Curlews. Also three Pintail 
Ducks were seen. 

Although Sooty Terns were not nesting, there were at least 
two small groups on the ground and an estimated 5000 swirling 
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over the island. These birds should be coming down in a few 
weeks to breed. 

Only two small clubs of Blue-faced Boobies were seen on 
the island and no evidence of breeding was observed. 

Most of the time was spent banding Great Frigatebirds and 
a few Lesser Frigatebirds. The Great Frigatebird colony number 

j 

ed approximately 5000 birds of which 80 nests were found. The 
Lesser Frigatebirds had apparently Just finished the breeding 
season as nearly all birds banded were immatures. The Greater 

Frigatebirds appeared to be going into another nesting cycle 

| 

as many displaying males were seen. 

The usual roosting population of Hawaiian Noddy Terns was 
roosti ng in the Oordla at the north end of the island. Blue- 
gray Noddies were seen regularly around the central depression 
and one flock of 35 was seen resting in the Sesuvium. 

Swain's Island 

An emergency stop was made at Swain's Island to take In 
supplies for the people. The hurricane that struck in late 
January had destroyed most of their basic supplies. About 
8 hours total was spent on the Island on both stops. The 
island was small and entirely covered with coconuts with what 
indigenous vegetation that was left, growing underneath. A 
few large Pisonia were present and several other trees which 
could not be identified® 

The mammals taken on the island were Battus exulans and 
were collected with #22 dust shot® These animals were abun¬ 
dant on the island and were seen running in and out of the 


. 
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piles of coconut husks. 

The birds on the island consisted of nine species, ^ince 
this is the first visit to this island, a species account 
follows: 

Golden Plover--Common around the periphery of the island and 
along the trails in the coconuts. One was collected out of an 
estimated 50 seen. 

Ruddy Turnstone—Several small flocks were seen feeding on 

the reef surrounding the island. The total island population was 

estimated to be 60. 

Wandering Tattler—This species was seen singly feeding along 
the outer reef at low tide. It was not nearly as common as the 
two former species with only 30 being seen. 

Sanderling—One bird collected on the south side of the island 
on sand beach. 

Common Noddy Tern—Abundant in the coconuts where many were 
seen sitting on the fronds. It was undoubtedly breeding there 
as the five specimens taken had brood patches. 

Hawaiian Noddy Tern—This species was not common and only 200 
were seen feeding around the reef. It undoubtedly occurs in 
larger numbers during the breeding season as the habitat is 
nearly like that of the Tokelr.u Islands where it was breeding 

in abundance. 

Sooty Tern—Three birds were recorded from the island on the 
last trip as the ship was departing. 

Fairy Tern—The most abundant bird on the island. The popu¬ 
lation was estimated to be 3000. Several were seen sitting 
in Pandanus and were thought to be incubating eggs. 
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New Zealand Cuckoo—This species although not unexpected, was 
certainly not expected in the numbers seen. We estimated a pop¬ 
ulation of 50 on the island. This seems an exceptionally early 
migration date but the literature has not been surveyed. 

The island had no bandable bird populations. 

Christmas Island 

Since an extra day was picked up during the course of the 
trip, we spent four days on Christmas Island instead of the 
Intended three. The Sooty Tern populations were just completing 
the breeding cycle and had many flying young. Two colonies 
were investigated and worked, i.e. Four Wells at the north end 
of the island (probably formerly called Northwest Point but 
several miles east of there) and one at the southern end of the 
island at Aeon Point. There was another colony at Isles Lagoon 
area but it was not investigated. Both colonies worked,. probably 
had an aggregate of 350>000 birds. We banded 27729 Sooty Terns 
in four nights banding. Fifty-one returns from birds banded 
in July 1965 were obtained at Four Wells. 

The three main Islands in the lagoon were worked but briefly. 
One full night was spent on Motu Upua to bleed and band petrels 
and shearwaters. The Phoenix Island Petrel and Christmas Island 
Shearwater were both in various stages of the breeding cycle 
from fresh eggs to fledged young. The Christmas Island Shear¬ 
waters were also in the same stage. The Wedge-tailed Shearwater 
were present but not breeding except for one pair which had a 
3/4 grown chick in a burrow. Motu Tabu was worked briefly one 
afternoon for shearwater/petrels and Cook Island was visited 
about one hour to determine whether the Sooty Terns were breeding 
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there now or not* The colony was just finishing and had 3 
young left. The Crested Tern colony had also Just finished up 

and only two large young remained. 

Isles Lagoon and Manula Lagoon were not surveyed due to 

insufficient time. 

A folder containing all of the bird information from the 
District Commissioners files on Christmas Island was given to 
us by the Commissioner (for a fee of $20). 


\ 

\ 



a 
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Table 1 * Banding 



Howland 

Baker 

Enderbury 

Christmas 

Wedge-tailed Shearwater 




254 

Chrlatmas Island Shearwater 




125 

►Phoenix Island Petrel 




532 

Red-tailed Tropicbird 




1 

Blue-faced Booby 

5 

10 



Brown Booby 

9 


24 


Red-footed Booby 

64 


89 


Great Frigatebird 

18 


576 


Lesser Prigatebird 



140 


Golden Plover 



1 


Sooty Tern 




26800 

Common Noddy Tern 


98 



Fairy Tern 




18 

Blue-gray Noddy Tern 



1 


ISLAND TOTAL 

96 

108 

851 

27730 

GRAND TOTAL 28765 






* 
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Table 2. Returns 



Howland 

Baker 

Enderbury 

Christmas 

Vedge-tailed Shearwater 




27 

Christmas Island Shearwater 

*-■ 




22 

Phoenix Island Petrel 




45 

Red-tailed Tropicbird 



1 


Blue-faced Booby 

168 

37 

111 


Brown Booby 

2 




Red-footed Booby | 

25 


66 


Great Frigatebird 

1 




Sooty Tern 




51 

Common Noddy Tern 


5 



ISLAND TOTAL 

196 

42 

178 

145 

GRAND TOTAL 561 
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Table 3» Recoveries 



Howland 

Enderbury 

Christmas 

Christmas Island Shearwater 



4 

Phoenix Island Petrel 



2 

Blue-faced Booby 

9 



Lesser Prigatebird 

1 



Great Prigatebird 


6 


Sooty Tern i 



2 

ISLAND TOTAL 

10 

6 

8 


GRAND TOTAL 24 



Table 4» Blood Samples 


14 



Howland 

Baker 

Hull 

Enderbury 

Christmas 

Wedge-tailed Shearwater 





30 

Christmas Island Shearwater 





23 

Phoenix Island Petrel 





33 

Blue-faced Booby 

132 

3 


110 


Brown Booby 

9 





Red-footed Booby 

48 



25 


Great Prigatebird 

13 



70 


Lesser Prigatebird 

1 



* 

1 


f . 

Ruddy Turnstone 


2 




Sooty Tern 



2 


105 

Common Noddy Tern 


1 



5 

House Mouse 


6 




ISLAND TOTAL 

202 

14 

2 n|, ; 

206 

196 


GRAND TOTAL 


620 








Table 5» Specimens Collected 


1l5 


Golden Plover 


Howland Baker Hull Enderbury Christmas Swain 


Ruddy Turnstone 

Wandering Tattler 

Bristle-thighed Curlew 

Sanderling 

Sooty Tern 

Common Noddy Tern 

Hawaiian Noddy Tern 

Fairy Tern 

Crested Tern 

New Zealand Cuckoo 

Line Island Warbler 


1 

1 


1 


50 

5 


1 


5 

1 


House Mouse 


Polynesian Rat 
ISLAND TOTAL 
GRAND TOTAL -102 


60 


12 

26 


) 6 6 



M.Thompson 
Field notes 
from SIC 12 


H 


Howland Island - 6 April 



We arrived off Howland Island at 1930 and put the skiff ashore to collect Sooty Terns. 
I retunned to the ship at 2300. While I was gone they collected on board. These 
specimens were taken for nasal mite samples. 

Howland Island - 7 April 


A 30 1 survey was made offshore this morning at 0630. Most of the birds had left the 
vicinity by that time. The actual departure times were not noted due to an error in 
records. 

Enderbury Island - 13 April 


Arrived at the island at 0900. Tje Sooty Terns were swirling over the island but 
werent on the ground to stay. Other birds werent present in any numbers except 
frigatebirds. The central lagoon was about 6-12" lower than it was in March. 

However the vegetation was green indicating continuing rainfall. We banded Lesser 
and AGreater Frigatebirds, Red-footed Boobies and a few Gray-backed Terns and Noddies. 

Enderbury Island - l4 April 


After looking over the situation we decided to pull out this morning and head for 
Phoenix Island. Departed at 0900. 

Phoenix Island - 14 April 


Arrived at 1300 on the island. Lots of birds but Sooty Terns werent on the ground. 
They have just finished breeding (See Sooty aTerns). We worked the island for blood 
samples and banded several species of birds. The central depression had about 5 acres 
of water. Vegetation is luxuriant and two small rain showere fell today. Winds are 
NE and a very low surf provided ideal landing conditions. 

Phoenix Island - 15 Apri1 


This monring I sent the blood to the ship about O83O and we then took the nest 
survey and shorebird count, at least Six Erolia were seen on the count including 
melanotos and acuminata . Gnererally speaking there were very few nests and lots 
of curlews. 

Hull Island - l6 April 

Arrived here about 1100. We went in and surveyed the island but no Sooty Terns 
so departed about 1400 

McKean Island - 17-18 April 


Arrived here about 1100. Nice calm landing. Vegetation on the island was very 
dense compared to last year in March. The Sida around the ruins is so dense the 
Sooty Terns could get down. We had rain this evening, ae general rain and 

not just a shower. Probably 100,000 Sooty Terns over the island. The central 

















M . Thompson 
Field notes 
from SIC 12 

McKean Island - 17-18 April (cont.) 

depression had about 1 foot of water in it. Departed the island at O73O the 19th. 

M.Thompson 
Species Accounts 

Phoenix Island - 14-15 April 

Pterodroma alba : Present in low numbers. About 8 were banded. Population 25+ 

Puffinus pacificus : Common. The nesting season is advanced with young in each 
burrow examined. One pair observed copulating. One club of 50+ birds was found and 
4-3 banded. Population 3000 + 

Puffinus nativitatus : This species was in all stages of breeding from fresh eggs to 
3 ~F grown young. Most common just above the beach crest in the coral rocks. A few around 
the lagoon area where nesting sites were available. Population 1000 + 

Puffinus lherminieri : Abundant around the beach crest. Most all nests had fresh 
eggs but at least one had a 3A grown young. Population 1000+ 

Nesofregetta albigularis : Present in the dense stands of grass on the west side of 
the island. They are using old Wedge-tail burrows under the grass. Population 
350 +• 1 dark phade collected 

Phaethon rubricauda : Quite a few seen and had eggs and young. Some of the eggs were quite 
fresh. 

Sula dactylatra : Boobies were quite numerous with at least one club on the west side 
of the island. We took 75 blood samples. Very few nests. Population 500+ 

Sula l ecuogaster : A few nests and birds observed but very uncommon. Island population 
50+ 

Sula sula : A few dotted around the island but only 10-20 total 

Fregataminor : A few nesting on SE side of island. Area on NW side of island still 
has a few young thought to be this species on the ground. They werent banded becasue 
of poor health. Many dead young around. Population 1000+ 

Fregata ariel : Large flock (500 +) over SE corner of island over Greater colony. 

No known nests. 

Pluvialis dominica : Several seen around the island. Many in mottled plumage (4-7) 

Arenaria interpres : (14- April) Not too common but small groups observed. Most in 
breeding plumage. (15 April) Count was 4-6 

Heteroscelus incanum -- No entry in notes 


Numenius tahitiensis : Still present. High density population. I3IS 







































